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P R E FAC E

During the nineteenth century, state-level politics exceeded national-level
politics in importance. State government decisions had a more direct effect
on people’s lives, and outside of presidential campaigns—to an extent even
within them—state political parties operated independently of national organizations. The most important historical event in United States history,
the Civil War, was the result of the secession of eleven southern states. To
understand why these southern states acted as they did, it is necessary to
examine not only national and regional politics but also to look at the states
themselves. Many ﬁne antebellum southern state studies have been written,
but none has focused on Louisiana. This omission is surprising, since Louisiana exhibited a tapestry of typical and atypical southern traits. While sharing the rest of the South’s commitment to slavery and cotton, Louisiana also
possessed unusual attributes, including a unique ethnic composition of Creoles and Americans, a sugarcane crop dependent on a protective tariff, and
the presence of New Orleans, the South’s foremost commercial city. The
development of Louisiana politics and political parties in the antebellum period resulted from the relationship between its distinctive characteristics and
other traits that the state shared with the region or the nation.1
This narrative aims to improve the understanding of antebellum Louisi1. Among the southern state studies that inﬂuenced this work are: Anthony G. Carey, Parties,
Slavery, and the Union in Antebellum Georgia (Athens, Ga., 1997); Marc W. Kruman, Parties and
Politics in North Carolina, 1836–1865 (Baton Rouge, 1983); and J. Mills Thornton, Politics and
Power in a Slave Society: Alabama, 1800–1860 (Baton Rouge, 1978). For the purposes of this study,
the South will comprise the states which made up the Confederate States of America.

xii
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ana’s political climate by tracing the development of parties and the interaction between parties and the electorate in Louisiana from 1824 to 1861. Two
recently published works have profoundly shaped this project: Joseph G.
Tregle Jr.’s Louisiana in the Age of Jackson: A Clash of Cultures and Personalities and Michael F. Holt’s The Rise and Fall of the American Whig Party:
Jacksonian Politics and the Onset of the Civil War. Stressing the importance
of ethnic factors and individual personalities, Tregle’s work examines the
political culture of Louisiana primarily in the period before Louisiana became integrated into a national party system. Tregle has written an authoritative study of this early period, but his book abruptly terminates with
political party formation. Throughout the nineteenth century, however, parties were the lifeblood of politics across the United States. This work extends
Tregle’s focus into the party period and examines how personality, ethnicity,
and state sectionalism affected Louisiana’s political parties. Though focusing
on a national party, Holt’s magisterial work underscores the importance of
state-level politics. He stresses the value of studying the relationships between political parties, the interaction between state and national organizations, the change in political issues over time, and the words of politically
active people. Though the bulk of my manuscript was written before Holt’s
book was published, my work corresponds to the blueprint that Holt has
established for the analysis of antebellum politics.2
The primary focus of my political narrative is the evolution of political
parties in antebellum Louisiana. During the 1820s and 1830s, Louisianians
moved from a political system based on personality and ethnicity to a distinct party system in which Democrats competed against Whigs. These parties offered voters differing economic programs. At both a national and a
state level, Louisiana Democrats preferred a smaller, less activist government. Conversely, the Whigs advocated greater governmental activism at
national and state levels. Both parties shared certain traits as well. Each tried
to downplay the traditional division between Creoles and Americans, to
portray itself as the avatar of republicanism, and to posit itself as the only
organization that guaranteed the protection of slavery. This last issue, the
politics of slavery, eventually undermined the southern Whig party, which
2. Joseph G. Tregle Jr., Louisiana in the Age of Jackson: A Clash of Cultures and Personalities
(Baton Rouge, 1999); Michael F. Holt, The Rise and Fall of the American Whig Party: Jacksonian
Politics and the Onset of the Civil War (New York, 1999). Holt’s book provided the citations for
numerous letters from antebellum Louisianians to their national counterparts, which otherwise I
would not have been able to locate.
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collapsed in the 1850s. Subsequently, the Know-Nothing party, capitalizing
on widespread hostility toward corruption within the Democratic party and
large numbers of Irish immigrants in New Orleans, enjoyed a brief popularity in Louisiana until it too failed because of issues surrounding slavery.3
Louisiana politicians did not dwell on the same issues year after year.
Nevertheless, my study of the state’s antebellum political parties reveals a
common theme: an obsession with the protection of liberty. Voters required
that elected ofﬁcials be ever-vigilant against any menaces to the people’s
freedom, and politicians acquiesced to this demand. Threats could come
from a variety of sources, and Louisianians frequently disagreed on whether
a particular policy threatened or protected liberty, but they all believed that
liberty needed protection. On one hand, Whigs saw governmental activism
in the forms of a tariff on imported sugar and aid to railroads and banks as
beneﬁcial to Louisianians’ liberty. On the other hand, at least until the 1850s
Democrats portrayed banks, most tariffs, and corporations as oppressive
measures that beneﬁtted the few at the expense of the many. Ultimately, this
quest for liberty explains the choice that Louisianians made in January 1861.
Confronted with the scenario of living under the rule of Republican Abraham Lincoln, the majority of the state’s voters agreed with the New Orleans
Bee, which warned that under Lincoln they faced “practical servitude and
submission, where all sense of equality would be lost, and where we should
be placed at the relentless mercy of a master.” To protect their liberty from
this “perfectly intolerable” situation, Louisianians abandoned the Union.4
Along with other white southerners, white Louisianians had an acute
sense of liberty partially because their society rested on African American
slavery. When Louisiana’s politicians preached democracy, no one suspected
that they meant every person in the state deserved the right to vote. Their
democracy rested on a racial caste system which has been termed a Herrenvolk, or master race, democracy. On the eve of secession the editor of the
Alexandria Constitutional articulated this sentiment, declaring, “The interest
of the poor man and the rich man are the same in this country, one and
indivisible. We have but two classes here, the white man and the negro.” In
his study of antebellum Georgia, Anthony Carey designates this state of affairs as “white men’s democracy,” and I will use his terminology throughout
3. Harry Watson, Liberty and Power: The Politics of Jacksonian America (New York, 1990);
William J. Cooper Jr., The South and the Politics of Slavery, 1828–1856 (Baton Rouge, 1978).
4. New Orleans Bee, November 19, 1860.
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this work. The phrase “white men’s democracy” highlights the omission of
women as well as African Americans from the electorate. Though women
lacked the right to vote and hold ofﬁce, this study will demonstrate that
women did have a circumscribed role in the partisan political process.5
In describing Louisiana’s ﬁrst constitution, written in 1812, even white
men’s democracy exaggerates the extent of political participation, for the
charter severely restricted both voting and ofﬁceholding. Reﬂecting the
expansion of white men’s democracy across the nation, later constitutions
adopted universal white male suffrage, decreased ofﬁceholding requirements, and expanded the number of elective ofﬁces. Additionally, the holding of innumerable conventions at local, regional, and state levels, along
with extensive and intensive campaigning, provided an opportunity for voters to have a greater voice in their parties. Regardless of how far white men’s
democracy extended, Louisianians continued to elect elites to local, state,
and national ofﬁces. Though wealthy men served in government and as
party leaders, political power remained in the hands of their constituents.
Throughout the period, taxes remained low and politicians gave more and
more power to the people. When their constituents demanded the state secede from the Union, politicians followed their dictum.
The political citizens of Louisiana might have differed from their brethren in Alabama, Georgia, Illinois, or elsewhere over the particular issues involved in state politics. Still, an understanding of how parties, politicians,
and the ideals of white men’s democracy intermixed in one state can aid in
the investigation of how nineteenth-century politics functioned throughout
the nation as a whole. First and foremost, Louisianians considered themselves Whigs, Democrats, or Know-Nothings, and they realized that their
identity rested not just on the local circumstances affecting these parties but
on the regional and national situation as well. An examination of secession
in Louisiana—often considered the southern state least likely to secede—can
aid in the understanding of the complex interaction not only between parties within a state, but also between state and national politics in the antebellum era.
5. George M. Fredrickson, The Black Image in the White Mind: The Debate on Afro-American
Character and Destiny, 1817–1914 (New York, 1971), 58–70, 90–96; Alexandria Constitutional, January 5, 1861, quoted in Roger W. Shugg, Origins of Class Struggle in Louisiana: A Social History of
White Farmers and Laborers during Slavery and After, 1840–1875 (1939; reprint, Baton Rouge,
1968), 20; Carey, Parties, Slavery, and the Union, xvi. For women in Louisiana politics, see John
M. Sacher, “ ‘The Ladies Are Moving Everywhere’: Louisiana Women and Antebellum Politics,”
LH 42 (fall 2001): 439–57.
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